O ccupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) Standard 29 CFR 1910.95 dictates that the audiometric testing component of a company's hearing conservation program be overseen by a professional supervisor, defined as a physician or audiologist. Because occupational health nurses-particularly when employed by small-and medium-sized companies-hire or contract with occupational physicians or audiologists to perform the functions of professional supervisor, nurses must understand the role of the professional supervisor. This article provides an overview of the responsibilities of the professional supervisor; however, occupational health nurses are encouraged to attend the full-day training course for an indepth understanding if they employ or contract with professionals who fulfill the supervisor role.
The Council for Accreditation in Occupational Hearing Conservation (CAOHC) is the organization that provides certification for technicians who test employees' hearing in ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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AUDIOLOGY BASICS
Although occupational health nurses commonly complete CAOHC training prior to conducting hearing tests in the workplace, physicians generally do not. Depending on their medical education, experience, and continuing education, physicians mayor may not have an in-depth understanding of audiometry and hearing loss. The professional supervisor course provides a thorough review of the basics of hearing testing and hearing loss, as well as an overview of applicable regulations.
The professional supervisor course reviews Acoustics for Hearing Conservation (Cooper, 2004) to ensure attendees are well-grounded in the physics of sound as it affects hearing. The professional supervisor must understand that the time-weighted average (TWA) is a "time-intensity exchange rate" that considers both sound level and duration of exposure (Cooper, 2004) . The professional supervisor should also be aware that the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) proposed a 3-dB exchange rate, which allows less exposure time than the OSHA 5-dB exchange rate currently used for compliance. When a company is seeking best practice, rather than mere compliance, adhering to the 3-dB exchange rate will better protect employees.
OSHA requires employers to measure and document sound levels to which employees are exposed (29 CFR 1910.95) . Area noise surveys and personal dosimetry are commonly used methods for measuring employee noise exposures. The exposure information should be used when the professional supervisor is evaluating audiograms, because not all exposures affect hearing equally. The professional supervisor should also understand employees' work schedules. If they work l O-hour days or overtime, additional noise exposure must be taken into consideration when evaluating audiograms. Likewise, if the exposure is inconsistent (e.g., 3 hours at one exposure and 5 hours at another exposure level), the professional supervisor should be able to calculate the employee's total-shift exposure.
The professional supervisor should also understand the roles that other health and safety professionals play in the company's hearing conservation program. The professional supervisor should be aware of the calibration practices, the certifications held by the individuals engaged in testing, and the processes involved in communicating test results to em- ployees. Further, the professional supervisor should be familiar with the training given to employees exposed to noise.
SCOPE OF PRACTICE
CAOHC has established a scope of practice for professional supervisors (Table) . OSHA has specified that technicians conducting hearing tests must be supervised by a physician or audiologist. The professional supervisor should establish policies for technician training and employee testing, which will likely mirror CAOHC standards. Additionally, the professional supervisor should establish requirements for equipment used for testing and systems used for data management.
The professional supervisor is also responsible for reviewing problem audiograms. Microprocessordriven audiometers calculate standard threshold shifts (STSs), and may even indicate when a health-related problem exists. Automated systems do not relieve the professional supervisor of the responsibility for reviewing problem audiograms. Part of the review includes the determination of whether the employee's baseline should be revised (Danielson, 2004b) . OSHA allows the professional supervisor to revise the baseline when an STS is persistent. The National Hearing Conservation Association (NHCA) defines persistent as at least 6 months (CAOHC, 2000) . Thus, when an employee experiences an STS that is confirmed on retest within 30 days, the baseline should not be revised until the annual (or 6-month) test again indicates that an STS occurred.
A case study illustrates the concept of persistent STS. Pete had a hearing test in 2008 that showed an STS when compared to his baseline test in 1990. Two weeks later, a retest confirmed that he had an STS. The professional supervisor determined that the STS was work-related, and the hearing loss was recorded on the OSHA 300 log. In 2009, Pete had his annual hearing test, which again indicated that he had an STS from the 1990 baseline. After the 2009 test, the professional supervisor revised the baseline from 1990 to 2008, the year that the STS first became apparent.
In another case example, George also experienced an STS in 2008, which was confirmed by retest 2 weeks later. The professional supervisor determined that the hearing loss was work-related, and it was recorded on the OSHA 300 log. However, the 2009 hearing test did not show an STS. In this case, the 2008 STS did not become the new baseline, and the company deleted the hearing loss from the 2008 OSHA 300 log, as the STS was not considered persistent (CAOHC, 2002; Danielson,2004b) .
The professional supervisor must also determine whether hearing losses are work-related. This is determined by examining the pattern of the audiogram, and reviewing the health history (including medications) and exposure to ototoxins. If hearing losses are not work-related, the professional supervisor must en-sure systems exist to refer employees to appropriate health care providers.
The professional supervisor should be part of the team that plans preventive strategies for employees who experience hearing loss at work. Professional supervisors can use their authority to convince others to take action. Additionally, they may have knowledge of strategies that worked at other companies.
One of the most important responsibilities of the professional supervisor is that of managing the audiometric database. The professional supervisor "has responsibility for the 'hearing health' of the POPULA-TION" (Rabinowitz, 2004) . The raw data should be available to the professional supervisor so manual calculations can be completed as necessary. The professional supervisor should be examining trends in the data to identify problem areas (i.e., Are many employees in a certain work group experiencing hearing loss?) and determine whether the hearing conservation program is working. An effective hearing conservation program should have no more than 1.5% of employees experiencing an STS annually (Rabinowitz, 2004 ). An audiometric database analysis can determine whether test-test variability is acceptable. Further, by examining trends, the professional supervisor can identify employees who have experienced shifts of 8 to 10 dB so they can be targeted for additional counseling about the need for hearing protection. Using the non-age-corrected STS provides red flags for potential future problems, especially in states where age-corrected STS is used for recordability determinations. The company should expect an annual report from the professional supervisor, including the rate of STSs, the number of OSHA-recordable hearing losses, and recommendations for improving the hearing conservation program.
Occupational health nurses who use external clinics or external mobile testing companies to conduct hearing tests may consider the physician or audiologist in that clinic or company to be the professional supervi-sor. Such an arrangement should be explicit through contract, rather than assumed or implied. If the external entity is maintaining hearing records for the company, those records must be available to the company if another contractor assumes responsibility for hearing testing.
MEDICAL-LEGAL ISSUES
The professional supervisor is responsible for establishing an opinion as to whether or not a hearing loss is work-related. Safety metrics may drive a company to apply pressure on the professional supervisor to avoid making hearing loss cases recordable, but an ethical professional supervisor will resist such pressure and make independent judgments based on objective evidence.
In some states, workers' compensation uses established guidelines to determine impairment ratings and compensability of hearing loss. In 17 states, however, impairment ratings are determined by the examining professional (Megerson, 200 1) . If the examining professional has limited knowledge of hearing loss, the impairment rating could be unfavorable and unfair. Having a professional AAOHN JOURNAL' VOL. 59, NO.2, 2011 PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE supervisor render an OpInIOn on a workers' compensation claim may provide sufficient clout to overturn a biased judgment against a company or an employee.
CONCLUSION
Occupational health nurses who contract with part-time physicians or audiologists for professional supervisor services must be aware of the responsibilities that accompany the professional supervisor role. Knowing the details of how work-relatedness is determined is essential for the occupational health nurse, who must gather the documents needed to make the determination and is the company professional best able to evaluate the quality of the professional supervisor's work. The professional supervisor course offered by CAOHC provides insight into the complexity of occupational hearing conservation, and supports more effective hearing conservation programs.
